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    Kojiki (A Record of Ancient Matters) and Nihon shoki (or Nihongi; Annals of Japan), 
the two earliest histories of Japan, consist of accounts of the events of the putative age of the 
gods (kamiyo or jindai), followed by sections devoted to the successive reigns of what came 
to be termed the "human emperors" (ninno or jinno). Today it is generally taken for granted 
that the annals of the early human emperors are based on the same sorts of narrative sources 
as the preceding sections focused on the age of the gods. Various features of the format of 
Kojiki and Nihon shoki suggest, nevertheless, that their compilers meant to distinguish quali-
tatively between the kamiyo and what came after. Most notably, "history," in the sense of a 
series of events that can be situated in time, begins with the human emperors. Nihon shoki 
allocates to the kamiyo the first two of its thirty chapters. No dates are given in these first two 
chapters, but from chapter 3, covering the reign of the first emperor, Jinmu (trad. r. 660-585 
B.C.E.), the compilers adopt a Chinese-style annals format; from this point on, the events of 
the successive reigns are all pegged to specific calendar years. In Kojiki, the kamiyo occupies 
the first of a total of three chapters. The latter two chapters do not adhere to a chronological 
framework in the same manner as Nihon shoki, but the general organization in these chapters 
of the narrative by reigns indicates that the events described are to be understood as occurring 
"within time."' 
    The kamiyo, by contrast, in both works stands outside time. Nihon shoki underscores the 
difference through the observation at the beginning of the annals of Jinmu that more than 
1,792,470 years had passed since the descent of Ninigi from Takamagahara, "the high plain of 
Heaven," to "the land of plentiful reed plains." The descent of Ninigi, grandson of Amaterasu, 
to found the line of emperors in one sense marks the point of contact between the divine and 
human realms. Yet, the vast span of years said to have elapsed between his descent and the 
accession of his great-grandson Jinmu serves to set the timeless epoch of the kamiyo off from 
the march of time thereafter. 
   Although the compilers of Kojiki and Nihon shoki presented the kamiyo as existing in 
a temporal setting different from that of the epoch of human emperors, they left ambiguous 
the precise nature of the relationship between these two eras. On the one hand, the events 
of the kamiyo unfold in a progression that leads up to Jinmu's accession. Various of the ac-
tors figuring in these events are positioned "historically" through descriptions of them as the 
ancestors of people living in human time. Among such are the deities who play a key role 
in luring Amaterasu out from the cave in which she has hidden, and thus in restoring the 
sun and life to the world. Identified as the ancestors of the Nakatomi and Inbe, important 
lineages at the Nara court, the same deities then accompany Ninigi on his descent to the land 
of plentiful reed plains that becomes the arena for the developments described in subsequent
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sections.2 These characteristics of the narrative suggest that even if the kamiyo stands outside 
history-understood as a chronologically demarcated span of time-it is in some sense se-
quentially continuous with that later epoch. 
    The "age of the gods" could be interpreted as more than a prelude to human history, 
however. Implicitly, it was also a "divine realm" that in its timelessness continued to exist 
concurrently with the world of human activity and to exert influence on it. The equation of 
Amaterasu with the sun supported such a reading, as did occasional references in the human 
emperor sections to divine interventions by Amaterasu or other deities. The chronicles of 
Jinmu and the later Empress Jingu (trad. r. 201-269), for instance, describe Amaterasu as 
providing divine assistance through oracular pronouncements. The accounts of the reigns of 
Sujin (trad. r. 97-30 B.c.E.) and Suinin (trad. r. 29 B.c.E.-70 c.E.), the tenth and eleventh 
emperors, likewise portray Amaterasu and other deities figuring in the kamiyo chapters, such 
as the deities of Izumo and Mt. Miwa, acting in these later ages to ensure their proper en-
shrinement and ritual treatment. 
    Today people often take the kamiyo chapters to be straightforward accounts that ideo-
logues and politicians of later periods utilized directly in their original form. In actuality, 
however, as may be gathered from the points touched on above, the texts containing these 
accounts were multivalent. Because the image of the kamiyo imbedded in them had two 
dimensions, as both an age of the gods and an ongoing divine realm, later interpreters could 
readily emphasize one or the other; they could draw out the "historical" character of the 
kamiyo chapters, or treat them as a figurative account of another world. Other features of 
the original texts enhanced this malleability. The fact that the kamiyo accounts were passed 
down in multiple versions was an invitation to further reworking and modification. Dif-
ferent linguistic and literary strategies for rendering the accounts in written form similarly 
added diverse nuances to the meaning of what was thus recorded, facilitating multiple lines 
of interpretation. 
    These circumstances meant that, starting from the point of compilation, the kamiyo 
accounts were subject to an ongoing process of elaboration and reinterpretation. This pro-
cess gathered momentum in the medieval and early modern periods. Commitment to the 
more universalistic and schematic worldviews associated with Buddhism and Confucianism 
encouraged attempts to bring the events of the kamiyo within the scope of those systems of 
thought. Concerns both broad and particular spurred religious figures, political actors, and 
thinkers to uncover the "true" meaning of the kamiyo accounts and to apply it to issues of 
their own time. Those who sought to define the nature and meaning of the course of Japanese 
history were hardly immune from these trends; inevitably they had to address, explicitly or 
implicitly, the question of the place of the kamiyo in Japanese history. 
    In the Kamakura and Muromachi periods, the prevalence of esoteric modes of inter-
pretation and combinatory notions of the relationship between native deities and Buddhist 
entities encouraged views of the kamiyo as a "divine realm" of ongoing pertinence to human 
existence. The same intellectual conditions fostered a tendency to view the events of the 
kamiyo allegorically or metaphorically. Acceptance of the validity of Buddhist concepts of 
the forces shaping the human condition and Confucian premises regarding the need for the 
political order to adhere to the way of Heaven engendered assumptions that similar principles 
should be discernible in the kamiyo accounts. These orientations, which greatly expanded 
the potential lines of interpretation of the kamiyo, can be seen in medieval commentaries on
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Nihon shoki as well as in accounts of the origins of shrines (engi) and popular tales (setsuiva). 
They also characterize the understanding of the kamiyo found in the major historical works 
of the time, Gukansho (The Jottings of a Fool), written in the early thirteenth century by the 
aristocratic Tendai priest Jien (1155-1225), and jinno shotoki (A Record of the Correct Suc-
cession of the Lineage of Deities and Emperors), composed in the mid-fourteenth century 
by the court noble Kitabatake Chikafusa (1293-1354). Albeit in quite different ways, both 
of these works sought to locate the kamiyo within a larger framework of universal relevance. 
Simultaneously they identified in it factors that helped determine the distinctive fabric of 
later Japanese history. These last tendencies continued to shape historiographical approaches 
to the kamiyo in the early modern period. At the same time, the waning of the intellectual 
influence of Buddhism and the increased weight of Confucian perspectives gave rise to efforts 
to reduce the mingling of allegory and history in the interpretation of the kamiyo. For some 
this meant pursuing more purely cosmological or metaphysical readings of the kamiyo and 
separating these from history proper. Others attempted instead to historicize the events of the 
kamiyo. Below I shall attempt to sketch a few features of this trajectory in the interpretation of 
the relationship between the kamiyo and the history of the human world.' First, however, let 
us take a somewhat closer look at some aspects of the multivalence embedded in the kamiyo 
accounts found in the Kojiki and Nihon shoki that contributed to their reshaping.
Sources of Multivalence
    Multivalence was built into the basic kamiyo accounts in the first instance by the fact 
that those accounts exist in multiple versions. Kojiki, compiled in 712, presented one narra-
tive; Nihon shoki, compiled eight years later, offered not only an alternative, complete nar-
rative through its "main text" (variously referred to as honsho, honbun, or seibun), but also 
multiple fragments of other versions in the "different texts" (issho or ichi iwaku) appended to 
each segment of the main text.' Confronting this multiplicity, researchers in recent years have 
increasingly emphasized the need to approach Kojiki and Nihon shoki as deliberately con-
structed independent narratives rather than as related compilations based on an accumulated 
common body of tales and myths. This recognition has drawn new attention as well to the 
relationship between the Nihon shoki main text and issho. 
    Some of the issho are similar in content to the main text, or, if they differ from it, 
overlap with Kojiki or other issho. Others introduce elements not found elsewhere. Some are 
short; others are longer than the relevant segment of the main text. They remain fragments, 
however, and cannot be pieced together reliably to reconstruct complete variant forms of the 
kamiyo narrative sequence. Konoshi Takamitsu (b. 1946) points out that the format of early 
manuscripts and records of Heian lectures on Nihon shoki indicate that the issho were origi-
nally regarded as notes on the main text rather than parallel versions of the episodes contained 
in it. One thus, he argues, should read the main text "straight," rather than allowing it to be 
interrupted by the issho, which blur the focus of the main narrative by introducing extraneous 
elements. Viewed in this manner, the main text forms a coherent narrative that differs strik-
ingly from that found in Kojiki.5 In Kojiki, for instance, Izanagi produces Amaterasu alone: 
she emerges as he washes away the pollution acquired during his visit to Yomi, the land of the 
dead, in quest of his deceased partner, Izanami. Similar elements are found in some of the Ni-
hon shoki issho. In the main text, however, Izanagi and Izanami together produce Amaterasu
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with the stated intent of establishing a ruler for the land, and there is no mention of Izanami's 
death, Yomi, or Izanagi's visit there. 
    Another marked difference between the presentation of the kamiyo in Kojiki and the 
Nihon shoki main text is that the latter contextualizes the narrative within an intellectual 
framework based on Chinese cosmological ideas. Nihon shoki begins with a statement about 
the origin of the cosmos that is drawn from Chinese works such as Huainanzi and Sanwu liji 
(Three-Five Calendar).' It then lists, as does Kojiki, the successive appearance of a number of 
single and then paired deities. The last of the paired deities are Izanagi and Izanami. Neither 
Kojiki nor the main text or issho of Nihon shoki ascribe any activities to the deities before 
Izanagi and Izanami, and most are never mentioned again. But the main text makes a point of 
linking the appearance of Izanagi and Izanami to the operation of the transformative power 
underlying the principles of yang and yin (kenkon), and it goes on to depict them as manifes-
tations of yang and yin themselves. It refers to the two as "the yang deity" and "the yin deity" 
(or, given the multiple implications of the Chinese character shen used to render the term 
kami, as "the yang spiritual principle" and "the yin spiritual principle"). Considered from 
this perspective, the obviously "Chinese" opening sentences of Nihon shoki, which from the 
mid-Edo period on came generally to be regarded as a decorative flourish, are not something 
extraneous. Rather, as Konoshi argues, this opening establishes a fundamental worldview that 
the main text proceeds to sustain and develop by structuring Izanagi's and Izanami's creation 
of the land to resonate with Chinese cosmological notions of yin and yang interacting to form 
the ten thousand things.' The two deities' joint production of Amaterasu as the culmination 
of this creative process further links the polity ruled by Amaterasu's descendants to this over-
arching cosmological order. 
    The issho may have been regarded originally as notes to the main text. Their presence 
within Nihon shoki, however, unquestionably added to the polyphony of the kamiyo accounts. 
More than that, some of the issho were of immense importance to later perceptions of the 
meaning of the kamiyo. To take only the most obvious example, the element that many came 
to regard as the essential point of the kamiyo accounts, the so-called "divine command" (shin-
choku)-Amaterasu's declaration that the land of plentiful reed plains was the territory that 
her descendants should rule, grant of the regalia to her grandson Ninigi, and command to 
him to found an everlasting dynasty, "coeval with heaven and earth"-does not derive from 
the main text. It comes rather from the first variant appended to the ninth segment. In the 
main text, the figure who sends Ninigi down to the land of plentiful reed plains is his mater-
nal grandfather, Takamimusubi no kami, and there is no mention of either the regalia or the 
establishment of an everlasting dynasty.' In later periods, as people retold the events of the 
kamiyo, creating as they did so new composite narratives, many simply substituted the first 
variant of this segment for the main text, and thus it gradually came to supplant the main text 
as the "standard" version of this episode. 
    The creation of composite narratives enlarged the multivalence of the kamiyo accounts 
by bringing in new components as well as by highlighting and rearranging elements from 
the original texts. This process began quite early. At the beginning of the ninth century, for 
instance, Inbe no Hironari (fl. 808), protesting what he regarded as the displacement of his 
lineage from its traditional and proper place as court ritualises, submitted a statement of his 
complaints about changes in ritual practices. To support his argument, he prefaced his list 
of objections with a brief summation of the kamiyo accounts. Because one of his concerns
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was the role of the Inbe in matters having to do with the regalia, in his summation he paid 
particular attention to the regalia's origin and history. For his account of Ninigi's descent, 
he thus drew from the first variant of the ninth segment rather than the main text of Nihon 
shoki. He also filled in various details about the vicissitudes of the regalia that he held to have 
been "left out" of the eighth-century kamiyo compilations. The details he added were perti-
nent to the interests of many later commentators on the kamiyo accounts, and his statement, 
which came to be known as Kogo shui (A Collection of Matters Omitted from the Ancient 
Accounts), eventually assumed importance as a record of the kamiyo close to that of Nihon 
shoki and Kojiki.9 Much the same happened with another early Heian text, Sendai kuji hongi 
(or Kujiki; Original Annals of Past Ages and Ancient Events). Although its preface attributed 
the compilation of the work to Soga no Umako (d. 626) and Shotoku Taishi (574-622), in 
effect claiming it to predate Kojiki and Nihon shoki, Sendai kuji hongi is generally held to be 
a work of the ninth century. Like Kogo shui, it drew extensively from Nihon shoki but added 
elements not found in the other early texts." 
    New elements of a somewhat different sort were appended to the kamiyo accounts in 
the course of the Kamakura and Muromachi periods. As part of the phenomenon termed 
in recent years "the medieval Nihongi" (chusei Nihongi), authors of poetic and literary 
commentaries, popular tales, and accounts of the origins and miraculous features of shrines 
(engi) validated one point or another by attributing them, often without basis, to Nihon shoki. 
The result was an expansion in the perception of what that work comprised. Episodes in the 
kamiyo accounts took on different nuances within the context of the combinatory fusion 
of aspects of Buddhism and kami worship (shinbutsu shugo) characteristic of the medieval 
religious outlook. Joining ideas of Buddhist origin to bits and pieces of the kamiyo accounts, 
writers of various backgrounds endowed the kami and events of the kamiyo with heightened 
cosmological and philosophical overtones. This can be seen, for instance, in the first episode 
of Shasekishu (A Collection of Sand and Pebbles), a late thirteenth-century collection of 
setsuwa by the Rinzai priest Muju Ichien (1226-1312). Recounting a trope found widely in 
medieval works, Muju recasts the accounts of the creation of the land found in Kojiki and 
Nihon shoki as something that occurred in accordance with the premises of Buddhist law. 
Prior to the formation of the land, the seal of Dainichi Nyorai (Vairocana) lay embedded in 
the ocean floor. Guided by the seal, Amaterasu thrust her spear into the brine and stirred it. 
The land that took shape from the drops that fell from the spear was consequently a place 
where Buddhist teachings were destined to be propagated and the populace thereby saved 
from the cycle of death and rebirth." 
    The impetus for such fusion did not lie solely on the Buddhist side. Compilers of works 
associated with the emergence of medieval Shinto, such as members of the Watarai lineage of 
shrine priests serving the Outer Shrine at Ise, likewise contributed to an understanding of the 
kamiyo as a source of moral and religious teachings. Influenced by Buddhist and Confucian 
ideas even as they sought to articulate a distinctive "Shinto" tradition, the Watarai composed 
texts that they claimed to be authentic works of antiquity passed down in an esoteric line of 
transmission. In these works they characterized Kuni no Tokotachi, the deity listed by the 
Nihon shoki main text and several issho as the first to appear at the time of the formation of 
the cosmos, in terms analogous to the place of Vairocana, the source of all phenomena, in 
Buddhist cosmology. Watarai Shinto works also attributed various pronouncements of spiri-
tual moment to Amaterasu. These pronouncements, they claimed, were transmitted as oracles
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through Yamatohime, whom Nihon shoki and Kojiki identified as having conveyed Amaterasu 
to her ultimate site of enshrinement at Ise during the reign of Suinin. In these oracles, Ama-
terasu was held to have proclaimed the necessity of preserving one's innate mind-god (shin-
shin), "the fundamental basis of heaven and earth," and to have called upon people to "make 
the origin the origin" and to "take uprightness (shojiki) as the basis."12
The Medieval Summation of the Kamiyo: Nihon shoki sanso 
    In combination the developments described above blurred the contours of the distinc-
tive account of the kamiyo to be found in the Nihon shoki main text, yielding a more loosely 
linked corpus of elements that could be detached from their original context and recombined 
in different ways or linked to other narrative frameworks. Expanding on the figurative ele-
ments already present in the Nihon shoki main text, the same developments encouraged al-
legorical readings of the events of the kamiyo and reinforced the perception of it as a divine 
realm as well as divine age. They also fostered an orientation towards relating the details of 
the kamiyo, originally specific to the Japanese setting, to premises originating in larger, more 
universalistic systems of thought. To get a fuller sense of the contours of these phenomena, it 
will be useful to skip ahead in time and consider some features of the interpretive approach 
found in the first comprehensive commentary on the kamiyo chapters of Nihon shoki, the 
Nihon shoki sanso (Collected Commentaries on Nihon shoki), compiled in the mid-fifteenth 
century by Ichijo Kaneyoshi (1402-1481).13 
    Nihon shoki sanso rests on the premise that the events of the kamiyo were something of 
universal significance and that, as such, they should correspond to the cosmological, religious, 
and moral principles set forth in other texts of recognized universal validity. For Kaneyoshi 
this meant the texts of Buddhism on the one hand and Chinese cosmological and Confucian 
writings on the other. As he put it, in antiquity there had been no system of writing in Japan. 
But, "the sage deities of the past received the traditions about the origins of our country and 
the traces of the realms of darkness and light, expressed them through oracles, and transmit-
ted them to the people [of later times]. Among these teachings there are none that do not cor-
respond as a matter of course to the principles of the three doctrines [of Shinto, Buddhism, 
and Chinese Confucian, Taoist, and cosmological thought]."" The body of works to which 
the transmitted teachings of the kamiyo were held to correspond was far more theoretically 
oriented and schematic in exposition than was Nihon shoki. In practice, therefore, in his pas-
sage-by-passage commentary, Kaneyoshi elucidated the meaning of the wording and content 
of the kanziyo chapters through extensive cross-referencing to a wide range of Buddhist and 
Chinese texts and ideas. 
    For example, Nihon shoki begins, as noted above, with a description of the origin of the 
cosmos that is now held to be based on such Chinese sources as Huainanzi and Sanwu liji: 
"In antiquity, when heaven and earth were as yet undivided and yin and yang not yet sepa-
rated, things revolved in a primal chaos like that within a bird's egg. Among what was undif-
ferentiated, the seeds of development were yet contained." In his explanation of this passage, 
Kaneyoshi alludes to Huainanzi and Sanwu liji not as sources utilized by the compilers of 
Nihon shoki, but as parallel statements of a universal truth. And before doing so, he elaborates 
upon the underlying implications of the phenomenon described by referring to Song Confu-
cian theories of how the principles of morality existed from the time of the primal state of
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chaos. To this he adds an account of the formation of the cosmos as found in the Buddhist 
Abhidharma-kdsa (Kusharon). 
    This allegorical and didactic universalizing approach runs throughout the commentary. 
It is apparent, for example, in the various conclusions that Kaneyoshi draws regarding the 
Izanagi and Izanami episodes. In presenting the two deities as manifestations of yin and yang, 
the main text of Nihon shoki depicts them as acting autonomously rather than at the direc-
tion of other deities. Like other versions, its account of how Izanagi and Izanami produce 
the land describes the female deity as speaking first after the two deities circle a pillar. Other 
versions go on to show Izanagi and Izanami as coming to understand the problem with this 
situation only after producing the defective leech child and consulting with the heavenly dei-
ties who had dispatched them to create the land. The main text, by contrast, portrays Izanagi 
as immediately recognizing that things will not go well if they proceed. After he explains to 
Izanami that it is essential for the man to take the lead, the two deities repeat the procedure, 
and all works out properly.' S 
    Commenting on this passage, Kaneyoshi expands upon the significance of the autono-
mous action of Izanagi and Izanami as yang and yin. In his discussion of the three single dei-
ties and three sets of paired deities who precede Izanagi and Izanami, he has already remarked 
that, just as "heaven first emerged and then earth was consolidated," yang sets the pace and 
yin follows and harmonizes with it." Here, after elaborating on the negative consequences 
that would be felt throughout the cosmos were yin and yang to get out of proper order, he 
emphasizes the importance of the fact that Izanagi did not respond to Izanami's inappropriate 
voicing of desire and that she, in turn, heeded his reproof. The recognition of and acting upon 
what is morally proper is, Kaneyoshi observes, what makes it possible to maintain the correct 
balance in human emotions and thus to preserve the innate natural order." 
    Kaneyoshi also links the two deities' actions to spiritual concerns and practices. Dis-
cussing the meaning of the heavenly spear with which Izanagi and Izanami stir up the brine, 
he notes that the spear is an instrument for driving away the lazy and evil, thereby making 
it possible for the good to flourish. In Buddhist terms, it is also the vajra of esoteric ritual, 
a potent force for quelling evil and dispelling illusion. He adds a similar dimension to the 
interpretation of Izanagi's purification of himself after fleeing the polluted land of Yomi. 
Purification (misogi or harae), Kaneyoshi points out, does not entail solely the removal of 
physical pollution. Alluding to Chinese sources such as Zuozhuan (Zuo Commentary [on 
the Spring and Autumn Annals]) as well as ideas and ritual practices emphasized in medieval 
Shinto works, he asserts that it is also a spiritual process, a purification of the heart that leads 
to a state of uprightness, or shojiki.18 
    In his interpretation of Ninigi's descent, the point of connection between the universal 
order delineated in the preceding sections and the Japanese polity ultimately to be estab-
lished, Kaneyoshi pursues arguments of the same sort. His reading of the meaning of the 
regalia figures centrally in this process. As noted above, the main text version of Ninigi's 
descent (segment nine) does not mention the regalia. Kaneyoshi, however, sets the stage for a 
discussion of their significance by remarking that the meaning of the three characters used to 
transcribe Ninigi's name embody the qualities-the brightness of fire, the beauty of a jewel, 
the firmness of a pestle-inherent in the regalia. Citing Buddhist works as well as the Con-
fucian Book of Documents (Shang shu), he also emphasizes that the purpose of establishing a 
ruler is to protect and ensure the welfare of the populace." Building on this foundation, in
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his commentary on the first variant of segment nine, Kaneyoshi proceeds to draw out the full 
implications of Amaterasu's granting of the regalia to Ninigi. The regalia sum up the essential 
point of the "divine work" (in other words, Nihon shoki) and the crux of kingly methods 
of rule (obo), which are founded on the same principles as the doctrines of Confucianism 
and Buddhism, principles that are also grounded in the human heart. Playing on parallels 
in numbers, Kaneyoshi likens the three regalia to knowledge, benevolence, and decisiveness 
(chi, jin, yu), the three virtues described by the Confucian Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong) 
as essential for the enactment of the fundamental moral norms of society. In Buddhist terms 
he conjoins the regalia to wisdom, the Dharma body, and enlightenment (hannya, hosshin) 
gedatsu): "Just as it is the light of the sun, moon, and stars that makes the heavens, it is the 
transmission of the three regalia that makes the son of heaven." The conveying to Ninigi of 
the regalia at the time of his descent to earth made manifest Amaterasu's intent that the wel-
fare of the populace should be secured by the practice of kingly methods of rule in the visible 
realm and the protection of Buddhist law from the hidden realm.20 
    As is indicated by his reference in this context to the "visible" and "hidden" realms, 
another aspect of Kaneyoshi's allegorical approach to the kamiyo was an affirmation of its 
dimension as a world of spiritual forces that continued to underlie and interact with the 
"visible realm" of human activity. His interpretation of passages concerning Onamuchi (also 
known as Okuninushi) provides evidence of his perspective on this issue. Nihon shoki de-
votes considerably less space than does Kojiki to Onamuchi, the representative of "the gods 
of the earth" (kunitsukami) who controlled the land of plentiful reed plains prior to Ninigi's 
descent. In Nihon shoki, too, however, the account of how Onamuchi yielded authority over 
the land so as to pave the way for the descent of the "heavenly grandchild" was an important 
component of the compilers' strategy for legitimizing the tradition of imperial rule. The ain 
text of segment nine describes Onamuchi as presenting the envoys sent from Takamagahara 
with the spear he had used to pacify the land and as declaring that if the heavenly grandchild 
were to use it to govern the land, things would surely be peaceful and orderly. Onamuchi is 
then said to "conceal himself." The second variant, expanding upon the negotiations between 
Onamuchi and the envoys, describes the envoys as telling Onamuchi that henceforth the 
matters of the visible world (arawani, kenro) that he had previously governed should be the 
jurisdiction of Amaterasu's descendants. Onamuchi should instead govern "divine matters" 
(kamigoto, shinji). Onamuchi accepts this demand, declaring that he will govern "hidden 
matters" (kakuretaru koto, yuji). 
    Commenting on these passages, Kaneyoshi notes that Onamuchi's statement about the 
spear in fact points to the unity of kingly law and Buddhist law. Were people to grasp how 
to use properly this "spear of knowledge" with which they are endowed, in this world the 
fruits of kingly rule would be realized effortlessly, while in the world beyond secular affairs 
(shusse), people would be awakened to the miraculous benefits of the Buddhas. Turning to 
the exchanges between Onamuchi and the envoys in the second variant, Kaneyoshi declares 
that "matters of the visible world" refers to the "way of human affairs" (jindo). The "way of 
the gods" (shinto), on the other hand, concerns what occurs in the "hidden world" (yumei). 
The envoys, in telling Onamuchi to govern "divine matters," meant that he should devote 
himself to matters of the world of spirits. In essence this meant that he would continue to 
work in tandem with the ruler responsible for matters in the world of human affairs. "T e 
two ways form a unity, like day and night, yin and yang. If people do wrong in the visible
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realm, the emperor takes punitive action; if they do wrong in the hidden realm, the spirits 
punish them."21 The same was true of rewards for good behavior. In this way Kaneyoshi in-
corporates the events of the kamiyo within a "divine realm" that like Buddhist law supported 
what took place in this world.
The Kamiyo in Medieval Historiography 
    Although the major works of medieval historiography, Jien's Gukansho and Kitabatake 
Chikafusa's Jinno shotoki, substantially predate Nihon shoki sanso, their views of the kamiyo 
share much common ground with that set forth in Kaneyoshi's commentary. At the same 
time, Jien's and Chikafusa's interpretations of the kamiyo illustrate some of the key differences 
in their general approaches to history. Both figures, living in periods of tumult, reviewed the 
history of Japan up to their own time with an eye to clarifying the nature of the Japanese 
polity and the measures essential to ensuring its preservation. Jien's perspective on this issue 
rested on the premise that the history of Japan had evolved within the framework of the rota-
tion of kalpas described in the Abhidharma-&a (Kaneyoshi alludes to this same framework 
in his commentary on the opening passage of Nihon shoki). The span of Japanese history fell 
specifically within the latter stages of the ninth small kalpa in the medium kalpa of existing. 
This meant that things were set on a path of inevitable decline, but, Jien held, periodic in-
terventions from the realm of Buddhas and kami had helped so far to adjust matters so as to 
protect the polity from worse deterioration and potential destruction." What was crucial was 
for his contemporaries to grasp the principles manifested in these interventions and not take 
actions that would run counter to them. 
    In Gukansho Jien concentrates his attention on events occurring within the kalpic 
framework, and therefore "within time." The opening section of the work consists of a list 
of Chinese dynasties beginning with the legendary Pan Gu, whom Jien identifies as "the 
first ruler after the settling of [the cosmos] of heaven, earth, and human beings."23 Tracing 
Japanese history from a similarly measurable point in time, in the second section he provides 
a brief chronological record of Japanese rulers from Jinmu (the inauguration of whose reign 
Jien pegs to the 290th year after the death of Sakyamuni and the third year of the reign of the 
sixteenth Zhou king) down to Go-Horikawa (r. 1221-1232), the reigning emperor. In the 
following sections, again beginning with Jinmu, Jien discusses in more detail the stages in the 
evolution of the Japanese polity that he sees as punctuating the straightforward chronological 
record.24 
    Focusing in this way on developments within historical time, Jien does not explicitly 
address the kamiyo as such in Gukansho. At the start of the third section, for instance, taking 
note of the principles that had shaped the trajectory of Japanese history, he introduces the 
notion, prevalent at the end of the Heian period, that the polity was destined to come to an 
end after one hundred reigns. As the circumstances of the kamiyo in this regard "cannot be 
known," he remarks, the count should be considered to begin with Jinmu.25 But, while he 
does not provide an analysis of the nature of the kamiyo or position it as a prelude to human 
history, Jien alludes repeatedly to the kamiyo in the context of his discussion of historical 
developments. Essentially treating it as a divine realm standing outside time, he identifies 
certain events described in the kamiyo accounts as explaining the course of the history of the 
Japanese polity from Jinmu on.
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     The most important of these events came from the second variant of the ninth segment, 
wherein Amaterasu commands Ame no Koyane to accompany Ninigi to the land of plenti-
ful reed plains and to "attend upon him within the palace and guard it well." Since Ame no 
Koyane was the ancestor of the Nakatomi lineage and of its offshoot, the Fujiwara, this charge 
could be taken to underwrite the ongoing place of the Fujiwara as the leading ministerial 
lineage of the imperial state.26 Jien, however, invested it with a further significance. As Ishida 
Ichiro (1914-2006) points out, he interpreted Amaterasu's command as a homology to the 
Buddha's commissioning of the bodhisattvas in the Lotus Sutra. The sutra depicts the Buddha 
calling upon the bodhisattvas to propagate the Lotus Sutra and prophesying the consequent 
salvation of the multitudes throughout the various regions of the universe and ages. The 
bodhisattvas are portrayed in turn as accepting this charge and vowing to protect those who 
uphold the sutra. Adopting terms similar to those used in the Lotus Sutra to describe the com-
missioning of the bodhisattvas, Jien identifies various turning points in Japanese history as ex-
pressions of the determination of the kami to protect the polity in fulfillment of Amaterasu's 
command to Ame no Koyane.27 Each represented an adjustment necessary to preserve the 
ruling line and state in the situation of deterioration accompanying the downward movement 
of the kalpa. The Fujiwara lineage's assumption of a steadily more important role as assistants 
to the emperors during the Nara and Heian periods, for instance, served to compensate for 
the inevitable decline in the capabilities of the emperor. The establishment of the Kamakura 
Shogunate was a means of coping with the rising tide of social disorder." 
    Jien saw three kami as the key agents in these interventions: Amaterasu, Hachiman 
Daibosatsu, and Kasuga Daimyojin, the Buddho-kami combinatory form of Ame no 
Koyane.29 Among these, Hachiman did not figure in the kamiyo accounts. A deity probably 
of continental origin, he was early assimilated to Buddhism and by the eighth century had 
been enrolled as a protector of the imperial line and the Buddhist law. Referred to by the 
ninth century as a bodhisattva, he was also linked to the sixteenth emperor, Ojin (trad. r. 
270-310).30 As such he came to be conjoined with Amaterasu as the two central imperial 
deities, which is the perspective taken by Jien. Adopting the terminology of Chinese state 
ritual, Jien describes Amaterasu and Hachiman as the "ancestral deities of the ruling house" 
(sobyo no kami) and Kasuga Daimyojin as the "guardian deity of the state" (shashoku no 
kami).31 Acting in these capacities, the three deities could be expected to provide ongoing 
protection to the Japanese polity. At the same time, according to the logic of the combinatory 
honji suijaku ideas prevalent in the medieval environment, they might also be considered 
hypostatic manifestations of the Buddhas particularly suited to the circumstances of the age 
and Japanese setting." 
    These characteristics added further nuances to the concept of the kamiyo projected by 
Gukansho. The portrayal of Amaterasu and Hachiman as working in coordination with Ka-
suga Daimyojin to make the adjustments "from the hidden world" necessary to preserve the 
polity emphasized the character of the kamiyo as a realm standing outside time. The presenta-
tion of these kami as intermediaries between Buddhist law and the Japanese context, func-
tioning both to represent the universality of Buddhist law and to moderate the impact of the 
forces of history, endowed the kamiyo with transcendent dimensions, while simultaneously 
pointing to its nature as something particularly Japanese. 
    Whereas Jien found in the kamiyoboth a promise for the preservation of the Japanese 
polity and a justification of the adaptations necessary to secure that goal, Kitabatake Chi-
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kafusa, writing just over a century later, drew rather different conclusions from the kamiyo 
accounts. He saw those accounts as conveying a body of eternally valid principles that should 
serve to keep ruler and subject alike on an unchanging, correct path. Unlike Jien, who in 
his references to the kamiyo focused on a single episode, to clarify those eternal principles, 
Chikafusa provided a much fuller summation of the events of the kamiyo. Drawing largely 
from Nihon shoki but from other sources as well, in jinno shotoki, his history of Japan until 
his own time, he composed a new overarching narrative of the kamiyo beginning with the 
origin of the cosmos. He did not deny the kamiyo's dimensions as another world, but, again 
differing from Jien, he stressed its sequential linkage to the reigns of the human emperors 
from Jinmu on. Like Jien, however, Chikafusa, too, enlarged the significance of the kamiyo 
as a repository of universal teachings (in his case derived largely from Confucian political 
thought), while simultaneously affirming its meaning as something specific to the Japanese 
historical experience. 
    Chikafusa signals his concern to frame the kamiyo accounts in universal terms by first 
summarizing descriptions of the origins of the cosmos found in Buddhist and Chinese texts 
and relating these to the later history of India and China. He notes that there are some 
similarities between these descriptions and the Japanese accounts, and he affirms as well that 
propagation of works of the Buddhist and Chinese traditions has served to support and sus-
tain awareness of the inherent way of Japan." He also declares, however, that what sets Japan 
apart from other countries is that "only in our country has the sun lineage of rulers continued 
unbroken from the beginning of heaven and earth down to this moment in the present age."34 
Having established this crucial point, in his subsequent narrative of the kamiyo, he proceeds 
to clarify the basis for this distinctive feature of Japanese history. 
    Chikafusa begins his description of the kamiyo with a brief reprise of the formation 
of the cosmos as depicted in the preface and first segment of the main text of Nihon shoki. 
Noting that what Nihon shoki identifies as "the seven generations of the kamiyo" were not, 
strictly speaking, "generations" in a chronological sense, he, like Ichijo Kaneyoshi a little over 
a century later, interprets them allegorically. Elaborating on the yin-yang cosmological ideas 
already present in the main text, he describes Kuni no Tokotachi as incorporating, like the Su-
preme Ultimate of Song Confucian thought, the five elements. These, generated from Kuni 
no Tokotachi, took form as the following five generations of deities; with the next generation, 
Izanagi and Izanami, the interaction of the five elements and yin and yang came into full 
operation, resulting in the production of the myriad phenomena." 
    In the following pages, combining elements from the different variants of Nihon shoki, 
Kogo shui, Sendai kuji hongi, and Watarai Shinto texts, Chikafusa reviews the main events of 
the kamiyo up to Ninigi's descent. This, as the key to the establishment of the unbroken line, 
is the focal point of his analysis of the meaning of the kamiyo. Not only was it the foundation 
of the divine origins that set the Japanese imperial line apart from the rulers of other coun-
tries, it served, Chikafusa emphasizes, as the occasion for the promulgation of teachings that 
would underwrite the eternal preservation of the imperial line and the polity it ruled. Chika-
fusa develops this interpretation by expanding upon the significance of Amaterasu's com-
mand to Ninigi and grant to him of the regalia. Conjoining aspects of the first and second 
variants of the ninth segment, he describes Amaterasu as declaring to Ninigi that he should 
found an everlasting dynasty, "coeval with heaven and earth," and as also instructing Ninigi 
to keep the mirror ever beside him, telling him that "when thou lookest upon this mirror, let
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it be as if thou wert looking upon me."36 Chikafusa goes on to explain that in granting the 
regalia to Ninigi, Amaterasu did not bestow upon him simply tangible symbols of author-
ity. More importantly she provided him with teachings as to "the correct way to govern and 
preserve the country." The mirror represented the font of uprightness (shojiki), the jewel the 
font of compassion, and the sword the font of wisdom. "Unless the ruler manifests all three 
virtues, proper government of the realm will be difficult indeed."37 
    In the remainder of jinni shotoki, Chikafusa goes on to argue that individual emper-
ors' adherence to these teachings or failure to uphold them was a decisive factor in shifts of 
the legitimate succession within different branches of the imperial line. The weight of those 
teachings also explained why, in order to retrieve the governing authority lost to the warrior 
class at the beginning of the Kamakura period, the court had to demonstrate superior quali-
fications as rulers. "The gods have taken the succoring of the people as their original vow. 
The multitudes of the realm are all bespoken to the gods. The ruler should be an object of 
reverence, but heaven will not allow and the gods will not favor one person enjoying happi-
ness while the multitudes suffer."38 These teachings applied not just to the ruler. Quoting the 
oracles from Amaterasu that Watarai Shinto texts claimed to have been transmitted through 
Yamatohime, Chikafusa declared that it was incumbent upon all to serve the ruler and the 
gods by "not contravening their innate mind-god" and by "taking uprightness as the basis."" 
When ruler and subject alike lived up to these teachings, Amaterasu's mandate to Ninigi 
would be truly fulfilled. 
    Through such interpretations Chikafusa imbued the kamiyo accounts with a moral 
orientation and endowed Amaterasu with attributes analogous to those of the Confucian 
heaven. The legacy of these operations was long lasting. It is apparent in Ichijo Kaneyoshi's 
mid-fifteenth-century commentary on Nihon shoki, and it continued to shape early modern 
views of the kamiyo. The transition from the medieval to the early modern period also saw, 
however, the emergence of several new approaches to defining the relationship between the 
kamiyo and later history.
Separating History and Allegory 
    From the Heian through the Muromachi period, Buddhist ideas were a major impetus 
for the rethinking of the kamiyo. The effort to read the events and kami figuring in the kamiyo 
accounts in light of Buddhist theories broadened and reshaped perspectives on the meaning 
of those accounts. It also helped naturalize interpretive strategies founded on linking identifi-
ably native phenomena to structures of thought assumed to be of universal relevance. The 
impulse to situate the kamiyo within a universal context remained strong in the following 
early modern period as well, but it was accompanied by an increasing inclination to remove 
Buddhism from the framework of reference. 
    Tendencies to disavowBuddhist-inspired honji suijaku readings of the kamiyo can be 
seen already in Watarai Shinto texts and the writings of Kitabatake Chikafusa, who hints at 
the possibility of a recasting or even reversal of honji suijaku relationships. Using the language 
associated with such relationships, but without any reference to a Buddhist honji (original 
ground), Chikafusa notes, for instance, that the existence of different accounts of Amaterasu's 
name and origin attest to "her vow to manifest herself in various forms appropriate to the 
circumstances" (wako no onchikai).40 The rejection of awarding primacy to a Buddhist frame
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of reference became explicit in the writings of Yoshida Kanetomo (1435-1511). The scion 
of a court ritualist family active a generation after Ichijo Kaneyoshi, Kanetomo wrote a com-
mentary on Nihon shoki himself and formulated ideas about Shinto and the kamiyo that were 
to be of substantial influence in Tokugawa intellectual and religious life. While keeping the 
orientation towards esotericism and expansive allegorical interpretations that were one of the 
legacies of the medieval Buddhist tradition, Kanetomo sought to establish a "pure (yuiitsu) 
Shinto" free of the contamination of Buddhist-oriented honji suijaku associations.41 
    In the early modern period, a new degree of involvement in Confucianism, which in 
its Song and later forms came armed with an anti-Buddhist rhetoric, further spurred the 
turn away from Buddhist readings of the kamiyo. Deeper commitment to Confucianism 
as a system of thought had other repercussions as well. Intersecting with changes in the 
social and political environment, greater familiarity with the cumulative traditions of Chinese 
scholarship stimulated an interest in rethinking the evolution of Japanese history. Jien and 
Chikafusa had looked at historical developments up to their own time from their perspective 
as members of the court aristocracy, for whom the rise of warrior power vis-a-vis the court 
was an inherently negative development. They thus had tried to explain how best to cope 
with the crisis of the time, or to set out the principles that would ultimately ensure a return 
to the correct path. By contrast, those who in the Tokugawa setting were drawn to review 
the history of the polity by and large were linked to the warrior class. Taking the ultimate 
triumph of warrior power as a given, they sought to legitimate warrior rule as well as to 
define appropriately the political forms of their own time relative to what had preceded 
them. Adherence to the norms of Chinese historiography, they assumed, would be the most 
effective means of achieving this end. These developments brought various questions about 
the kamiyo to the fore. For one, the kamiyo, particularly in the expanded, multifaceted 
form it had assumed in the medieval period, could not be accommodated easily within the 
highly time-conscious annalistic framework of classical Chinese historiography. For another, 
warrior dominance suggested a need to rethink the special relationship that earlier writers had 
presumed to link the events of the kamiyo to a polity centered on the court aristocracy. 
    Confronting these issues, Tokugawa historians took two broad approaches to the in-
terpretation of the kamiyo. One was to push further the allegorical reading of the kamiyo in 
cosmological or metaphysical terms while simultaneously separating it from history as such. 
The second was to strip away the cosmological accretions and historicize the kamiyo. Among 
major Tokugawa historians, those who followed the first course included Hayashi Razan 
(1583-1657) and his son Gaho (1618-1680). The Mito scholars who, beginning in the latter 
part of the seventeenth century and continuing into the early decades of the eighteenth, took 
part in the first stages of the compilation of Dai Nihon shi (History of the August Realm of 
Japan) also may be put in this category. Arai Hakuseki (1657-1725) and the Mito scholars 
who from the end of the eighteenth century undertook to revise and complete the Dai Nihon 
shi project exemplify the latter approach. 
    Razan's concern to set the kamiyo apart from history proper is evident in Honcho tsugan 
(The Comprehensive Mirror for This Court), the comprehensive history of Japan that he 
began in the 1640s and that his son Gaho ultimately completed and presented to the Sho-
gunate in 1670. Following the example of comprehensive histories of China, such as Sima 
Guang's Zizhi tongjian (The Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in Government), Honcho tsugan
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was organized chronologically by reign. For the early centuries, the two Hayashi, pere and 
fils, drew extensively from the six national histories, beginning with Nihon shoki, but, unlike 
the compilers of Nihon shoki, they began the central narrative with Jinmu, not the kamiyo. 
Razan, indeed, wrote elsewhere that Jinmu, rather than a descendant of gods, was probably 
a scion of Wu Taibo of the Zhou dynasty." Having sought out a precedent in Chinese his-
tories that included separate sections on divine entities, Gaho eventually decided to add to 
the main body of Honcho tsugan a prefatory review of the kamiyo accounts as found in Nihon 
shoki and other early works." But he continued to make Jinmu's reign the starting point for 
other parts of Honcho tsugan. He headed a chronology of major events organized according 
to the sexagenary cycle, for instance, with the note that he was beginning it with the reign 
of Jinmu because the age of the kamiyo deities "is one of inchoate vastness and distance for 
which there is no indication of time."44 And while at the end of the prefatory chapters on the 
kamiyo, Gaho made a point of mentioning that he had not "taken up here" foreign legends 
such as that concerning Wu Taibo, that story is introduced in an appendix addressing various 
problematic historical questions. There it serves to explain why the kamiyo accounts describe 
Ninigi as having descended from Takamagahara to Kyushu rather than the central region. 
Kyushu was the logical point of access for the successor of the virtuous Taibo, who had gone 
to live in southern China; likewise, it was understandable that those who encountered Taibo's 
successor, being still in a primitive state of development, should take him to be of divine 
origin.45 
    The effort to separate history from the kamiyo did not mean, however, that the Hayashi 
dismissed the kamiyo as being of little significance. To the contrary, Razan showed great 
interest in shrines as sites of ritual and belief. Parallel to his history of Japan, he compiled 
Honcho jinja ko (Treatise on the Shrines of This Court), an account of the major shrines of 
Japan in which he reviewed the sources of information about their origins and the deities to 
which they were dedicated. He further referred to the kamiyo accounts in developing his own 
interpretation of Shinto, set forth in such works as Shinto denju (Transmissions on Shinto). 
His discussion of the kamiyo in this context shows him both elaborating upon the allegori-
cal interpretations formulated by medieval figures such as Yoshida Kanetomo and taking the 
implications of those interpretations in several new directions. 
    In his reading of the kamiyo, Razan sought systematically to eliminate the Buddhist 
elements that had become associated with the kami and the events of the kamiyo in the 
course of the medieval period. At the same time, picking up individual elements of the ka-
miyo accounts, he continued to situate them in a framework of larger metaphorical meaning. 
While many aspects of that framework can be traced to the medieval Shinto tradition, Razan 
reshaped it in a far more explicitly Confucian form. W. J. Boot points out that Razan, iden-
tifying analogies between the account of the kamiyo in Nihon shoki and the Yijing (Classic 
of Changes), asserted that "the Way of the Changes and the Way of the Gods are one [and 
the same] li [principle, KWN)."46 Pursuing the same line of thought, in Shinto denju, Razan 
linked various kamiyo entities to the propositions of Song Confucianism. One instance is 
his characterization of Kuni no Tokotachi, whom the Nihon shoki's main text presented as 
the first deity to appear after the initial formation of the cosmos. As we have seen, medieval 
interpretations had already depicted Kuni no Tokotachi as the source of all phenomena, 
something comparable to Vairocana or the Supreme Ultimate. Building on such conceptu-
alizations, Razan suppressed the analogy with Vairocana and brought out more sharply the
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dimensions of Kuni no Tokotachi as a homology of the Supreme Ultimate. A single entity, 
Kuni no Tokotachi is simultaneously the source and the "total form" of the myriad deities, 
just as the single moon, shining in the heavens, is reflected in myriad pools of water. As such 
Kuni no Tokotachi is also present in the human heart, for "deities" (kami, shin; Ch. shen) 
are both the spiritual force (rei; Ch. ling) of heaven and earth, and each individual's guiding 
spirit. "If the body is likened to a house, the heart is the master of the house, and the kami 
is the master's soul." Received by all human beings as their spiritual-moral endowment, the 
presence of Kuni no Tokotachi within the human heart is the reason why it, "while yet one, 
is able to penetrate all things."47 
    As Razan's interpretation of Kuni no Tokotachi indicates, his approach to the kamiyo 
emphasized its dimensions as a timeless "other world." But this other world was not so much 
one of divine interventions as a metaphysical inner world of the spirit situated within the 
individual. As he observed at the conclusion of Shinto denju in regard to Takamagahara, 
"Takamagahara is heaven, is principle, is the great vacuity. In the realm of the formless, kami 
naturally exist. The miraculous light of kami bases itself in the realm of principle. In Nihongi 
it states that the kami residing in Takamagahara is Ame no Minakanushi. This kami, too, ex-
ists within, not without, the heart."48 Such a reading broadened and reoriented the kamiyo; 
rather than the site of the origins of the imperial line and the aristocracy closely associated 
with it, or the source of interventions specifically relevant to the Japanese polity, the kamiyo 
became something of universal significance. Razan's interpretation of Ninigi's descent illus-
trates this reshaping. He noted that the kamiyo accounts traced ten generations of deities from 
Kuni no Tokotachi through Amaterasu to Ninigi, that the emperors up to the present were 
the descendants of Ninigi, and that the enthronement ceremonies were said to reenact the 
significance of Ninigi's descent. But he went on to suggest a somewhat different reading of 
the symbolism involved. The "ten generations" between Kuni no Tokotachi and Ninigi could 
be seen as analogous to the ten months of human gestation, and the descent as representing 
the birth of a child, endowed with both body and spirit. It was thus another expression of 
the process that linked each individual to Kuni no Tokotachi "in an eternal circle, without 
beginning and without end."49 
    While the consequences of the move are less sharply defined, the Mito scholars of the 
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries showed a similar inclination to separate histo-
ry from allegory. The second daimyo, Tokugawa Mitsukuni (1628-1700), devoted a consid-
erable portion of his domain's resources to a project to compile a history of Japan that would 
include all the features of the Chinese dynastic histories, comprising biographies and various 
topical appendices and charts as well as the main annals. Mitsukuni, too, expressed reserva-
tions about beginning the annals with the events of the kamiyo. Noting that "the kamiyo is full 
of strange things" (kaii no koto bakari), Mitsukuni told his retainers that it would be difficult 
to append an account of these things to the annals of Jinmu. Instead he proposed creating a 
separate section devoted to the kamiyo.50 What form Mitsukuni envisioned this section taking 
is not known. Dai Nihon shi went through a number of revisions and reorientations during 
his lifetime, and a provisional draft of the annals and biographies was not completed until 
after his death. The initial compilers were also unable to undertake the appendices, one of 
which was intended to be devoted to deities and shrines. 
    Together with sponsoring the compilation of a definitive history, Mitsukuni also en-
couraged the gathering of materials on Shinto. Ultimately titled Shinto shusei, the resulting
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collection, like Dai Nihon shi, went through several revisions, and the initial complete draft 
was not finished until shortly after Mitsukuni's death. It does offer a view, however, of the 
early Mito approach to the kamiyo. Including records of rituals, liturgies, and shrines, Shinto 
shusei began with a section devoted to "oral transmissions" (kuketsu) about the meaning of 
various key events of the kamiyo. The compilers indicate certain reservations about the reli-
ability of these transmissions, which are drawn by and large from the traditions of Yoshida 
and Watarai Shinto. They note, for instance, that they have omitted matters that are open to 
doubt and acknowledge that various speculative and questionable elements remain neverthe-
less." While retaining a form associated with the transmission of a secret tradition, the ex-
planations included in Shinto shusei show less of the taste for esoteric interpretations charac-
teristic of medieval Shinto and still present in Hayashi Razan's Shinto denju and the works of 
other proponents of early modern forms of Shinto, such as Yamazaki Ansai (1618-1682). But 
overall the transmissions indicate considerable common ground with Razan. Demonstrating 
the same determination to eliminate overtly Buddhist elements from the interpretation of 
the kamiyo, they likewise are inclined to read the events of the kamiyo in light of Confucian 
theories of the cosmos and human nature and to treat those events as pertaining to an inner 
spiritual realm.52
Historicizing the Kamiyo 
    A commitment to appraising the course of past events according to the criteria of Con-
fucian historiography continued to shape the major historical works of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. Reflecting a general turn away from metaphysical/cosmological specu-
lation within the Tokugawa intellectual world, however, those who addressed the early stages 
of Japanese history questioned the efforts of figures such as Razan to read the kamiyo as a 
spiritual or cosmological/metaphysical allegory. Instead of detaching the kamiyo from his-
tory, they reduced, in some cases radically, the dimensions of the kamiyo as another world 
and attempted to recover from the kamiyo accounts a record of human events relevant to the 
ongoing evolution of Japanese history. 
    Perhaps the boldest of the efforts to historicize the kamiyo was that of Arai Hakuseki. 
Unlike the Mito historians and Hayashi Razan and Gaho, Hakuseki did not compile a com-
prehensive annalistic survey. Rather, in a series of separate works, he attempted to apply 
the premises of Chinese Confucian historiography to an evaluation of the forces shaping 
the course of Japanese history. This appraisal led him to the conclusion that in Japan, as in 
China, the locus of legitimate authority and power had shifted over time in accordance with 
the operation of the mandate of heaven. Most notably, between the mid-Heian and the early 
Muromachi period, the court had lost heaven's trust, leaving the warrior ruler as the proper 
heir to the substantive and symbolic authority that, united in one figure, was the defining 
attribute of the true king. Hakuseki's approach to the kamiyo sought to situate it within the 
same framework of politico-historical ideas." Underlying the kamiyo accounts was, he held, 
a record of human history-that is, a record of rulers and events passed down orally from a 
time when there was as yet no system of writing. The information about this ancient period 
might have become blurred and distorted in the process of transmission, but, correctly de-
ciphered, it should yield evidence that even then Japanese history had been shaped by the 
principles of the way of heaven. Hakuseki signaled his intention to provide such a reading by
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naming his review of the kamiyo Koshitsu (An Explication of Ancient History). The explicit 
identification of the subject of investigation as "ancient history" pointedly affirmed his deter-
mination to locate the kamiyo within the context of this world and human time. 
    The so-called deities of the kamiyo, Hakuseki posited, must actually have been human 
rulers. The native word kami meant something like "upper" or "revered," not simply "deity" 
or "spirit." The apotheosis of human rulers-the "revered"-into "deities" had come about 
because of errors by those who had converted the original oral transmissions about those 
rulers into accounts written in Chinese characters. Because they had chosen to transcribe 
the native term with a character that carried the meaning "god," later generations wrongly 
came to understand the kamiyo accounts as records of something qualitatively different from 
human history. Something similar had happened with Takamagahara, which originally was a 
toponym meaning "Taka-on-the-Sea." Because the words for "sea" and for "heavens" or "sky" 
were pronounced in much the same way, the transcribers had confused the latter with the 
former and had used the Chinese character for "heaven" rather than that for "sea" to record 
this name. As a consequence, Taka-on-the-Sea, located on the eastern seaboard, had become 
transformed into the "high plain of heaven," and people of later times, assuming that the 
inhabitants of Taka-on-the-Sea must be deities, had ascribed to them various mysterious and 
supernatural doings.54 
    Pursuing such assumptions, in his deciphering of the traces of the historical record un-
derlying the kamiyo accounts, Hakuseki reconstructed several central events of the kamiyo as 
human activities. According to his interpretation, for instance, Izanagi and Izanami neither 
gave birth physically to the land nor were allegorical representations of the cosmological 
forces of production. They were rather two human rulers who, setting out from Taka-on-the-
Sea, extended "civilizing rule" over the central area much as the Book of Documents described 
the early Chinese rulers Yao and Shun as bringing the various regions of China under the 
sway of their kingly authority. Ninigi was another representative sent out from Taka-on-the-
Sea. He, too, did not descend from the heavens, but set out from the eastern seaboard across 
the sea." 
    Through the claim that the kami of the kamiyo were human rulers, Hakuseki undercut 
the premise of divine origin that had served to set the imperial line and court aristocracy 
apart from other political figures. He thereby established the ground for the corollary 
argument that the warrior rulers of later ages might properly inherit the mantle of undivided 
sovereign authority once held by the emperors. In his "explication of ancient history," he 
provided further support for such an argument by presenting Ninigi's "descent"-the climax 
of the kamiyo accounts-not as the occasion for the establishment of an eternal dynasty, 
but as an instance of dynastic change in accordance with the mandate of heaven. To this 
end, he made the most of the multiplicity of versions of the first shadowy generations of 
kami contained in the kamiyo accounts. These first generations of kami, Hakuseki argued, 
could be sorted into two lineages, one beginning with Ame no Minakanushi and leading to 
Takamimusubi, and the other with Kuni no Tokotachi and leading to Amaterasu. With this 
interpretation, he transformed Kuni no Tokotachi, long the focus of allegorical exegesis as 
a first-principle-like entity, into the distant founder of one of several lineages of rulers. He 
also set the stage for a new construction of the important role played by Takamimusubi in 
many of the versions of Ninigi's descent. Just as Yao, according to the Book of Documents, had 
yielded ruling authority to Shun, Takamimusubi's dispatch of his maternal grandson Ninigi
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to rule the central land of plentiful reed plains marked the "yielding" of kingly authority 
by the Ame no Minakanushi-Takamimusubi line to that of Kuni no Tokotachi-Amaterasu-
Ninigi.56 Through such interpretive strategies, Hakuseki brought the kamiyo within the scope 
of history; simultaneously he found within this historical record evidence of the operation of 
the principles of heaven. 
    Hakuseki was not the only figure to adopt a historicizing approach to the kamiyo. Oth-
ers who did so included the Mito scholars who, reviving the domain intellectual projects at 
the end of the eighteenth century, developed a distinctive native form of Confucianism. To 
be sure, these scholars, such as Fujita Yukoku (1774-1826), Aizawa Seishisai (1782-1863), 
and Yukoku's son Toko (1806-1855), were animated by concerns quite different from those 
that drove Hakuseki. They did not share Hakuseki's vision of unifying the "name" and "sub-
stance" of political authority in the person of the shogun. Even less did they sympathize with 
his parallel attempt to diminish the aura setting the imperial line apart from other potential 
claimants to the position of national ruler. Worried about growing social divisions within 
the country and potential threats from outside, the late Mito scholars sought in the emperor 
a bulwark against such dangers. To this end they tacitly accepted the principle of a division 
between the "name" and "substance" of political authority, despite the precariousness of such 
a stance according to Confucian theory. The shogun, they agreed, might properly exercise 
the substance of national authority. But social and political stability could best be ensured by 
affirming the eternal claim of the imperial house to the name of ruler and by establishing the 
emperor as the focus of a dynamic of reverence comparable to that centered on heaven in the 
Chinese context.57 Drawing from the classic Book ofRites (Liji), the Mito scholars termed this 
dynamic "recompensing the source and holding to the origin" (hohon hanshi); its inculcation, 
they held, should inspire those living in the present to seek spontaneously to repay the current 
ruler for benefits received since the distant past.58 
    These considerations led the late Mito scholars to question the approach to the kamiyo 
that their predecessors had taken in the initial stages of the domain-sponsored historical and 
other compilation projects. For the dynamic of "recompensing the source and holding to the 
origin" to be activated, the effective governors of society and the populace had to realize why 
the emperor was owed loyal service. To understand that idea, they had to grasp the special 
nature of the emperor's position within the polity established by Amaterasu's command that 
her descendants should rule eternally. But delving into the kamiyo accounts required caution, 
the late Mito scholars recognized. While fully agreeing with Mitsukuni that "the kamiyo is full 
of strange things," they had serious doubts about the strategy of transmuting those "strange 
things" into allegorical representations of an inner world of the spirit. In their view, the Song 
Confucian emphasis on metaphysical argumentation and spiritual self-reflection, no less than 
Buddhist forms of such things, served to divert attention from the crucial matters of this 
world. Instead the late Mito scholars favored an approach to the kamiyo that was both selec-
tive and historicizing. On the one hand, they treated as "historical" those events of the kamiyo 
that served to establish the imperative of showing reverence to the emperor. Simultaneously, 
they discreetly suppressed as much of its "strangeness" as was feasible. 
    Rationalizing this approach, Toko likened it to the circumspect attitude adopted by 
Confucius in dealing with Chinese antiquity. Confucius, he pointed out, was deeply commit-
ted to the study of history, yet in relating the events of the past he spoke with certainty only
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of things that had occurred from the time of Yao and Shun on. "When referring to Fuxi, he 
always took care to qualify his words by saying ` it may be' (kedashi; Ch. gai)." In the case of 
Japan, the events of antiquity had become so obscured by the passage of time, that it was "not 
appropriate to discuss each of them in detail." The essential matter was to clarify the funda-
mental circumstances pertaining to the origin of the imperial line and its sacrosanct position 
as sovereign ruler. Were one to go beyond that, engaging in groundless speculation about 
the past and "recklessly expanding upon what is mysterious and rarified," the consequences 
would only be detrimental.'9 
    In line with this proposition, the late Mito scholars maneuvered delicately to present 
a view of the kamiyo appropriate to their own time and later generations. Following the 
recommendation of Yukoku, Mitsukuni's policy of not including the kamiyo in the main 
annals of Dai Nihon shi was eventually reversed, and a prefatory passage setting out what 
Toko described as "the major features of the kamiyo" was appended to the annals of Jinmu. 
This passage in fact consisted of little more than a genealogy tracing Jinmu's descent from 
Amaterasu and a statement that Amaterasu had bequeathed the regalia to Ninigi, together 
with the command that her descendants should rule Japan eternally." Its inclusion, however, 
set the stage for linking Amaterasu's command to the necessity for later generations to seek to 
"recompense the source and hold to the origin." 
    Some of what this linkage entailed can be seen in Tekiihen (Exhortations about Adher-
ing to Moral Norms), a short work that Aizawa Seishisai wrote for popular edification. In 
this work Aizawa indicated that to explain why the emperor was to be revered as heaven, he 
would quote from the "correct account" of the origins of the imperial line set out by Kita-
batake Chikafusa in Jinno shotoki. This he indeed did. Yet Aizawa also excised many of the 
elements basic to Chikafusa's synthetic kamiyo narrative. Among these were the account of 
the state of primal chaos prior to the separation of heaven and earth and the description of the 
initial generations of deities. Of this section, Aizawa kept Chikafusa's statement that the first 
deity at the beginning of heaven and earth was known as Kuni no Tokotachi, but he added 
the cautionary note that, "although there are various theories about [this name and the rela-
tionship with other deities], it being a matter of the distant past, the details of the situation 
are not clear." Aizawa omitted as well the majority of the details of the Izanagi and Izanami 
sequence, and most of the episodes concerning Amaterasu and Ninigi and his descendants 
after the descent from the High Plain of Heaven. As with the prefatory passage to the Jinmu 
annals in Dai Nihon shi, what remained was primarily the birth of Amaterasu to Izanagi and 
Izanami, the entrusting to her of the rule of heaven, her command to Ninigi that the imperial 
line should endure forever, her bequest to Ninigi of the regalia, and the imperial genealogy 
from Ninigi to Jinmu.61 
    Aizawapresumably chose to base his abbreviated account of the kamiyo on that of Chi-
kafusa because of the latter's elaboration of the moral implications of Amaterasu's grant to 
Ninigi of the regalia. Aizawa quoted in extenso the passage from Jinno shotoki concerning the 
regalia and its citation of the first and second variants of the ninth segment of Nihon shoki. 
Yet, through the omission of certain phrases and the modification of others, he also reshaped 
its depiction of these matters. While retaining, for instance, the emphasis that Amaterasu 
conveyed teachings to Ninigi together with the regalia, Aizawa downplayed the more mysti-
cal or inward-looking aspects of Chikafusa's interpretation of what this involved. Notably he
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 omitted Chikafusa's description of the regalia as the "font" (hongen) of uprightness, compas-
 sion, and wisdom and the statement that the ruler must realize in his own actions all three 
 virtues.62 The consequence was a reorientation of the thrust of Amaterasu's teachings. Rather 
 than serving to instruct the emperor in the proper way to govern the country, the focal point 
 of those teachings became the emperor's obligation to uphold his filial duty to Amaterasu 
 through preservation of the unbroken imperial line and ongoing devotion to her. The recep-
 tion of such instruction simultaneously implied the necessity for the populace to assist the 
 sovereign in fulfilling that duty by loyal service to the throne. Aizawa reinforced this point by 
 bringing in an aspect of the second variant not mentioned by Chikafusa: Amaterasu had not 
 only granted Ninigi the mirror, but "with her own hands" had bestowed upon him sheaves 
 of rice from her sacred field, thereby providing the means for the populace to sustain life." 
 The imperative for both the emperor and populace to "recompense the source and hold to the 
 origin" was thus directly traceable to Amaterasu's beneficent gifts and commands. 
     The historicizing approaches to the kamiyo sketched above took shape in the course of 
 the eighteenth and the early to mid-nineteenth century, that is, the same period that saw the 
 rise of the Kokugaku (National Learning) school. A review of this latter development and its 
 relationship to the perspectives on the kamiyo evident among Confucian scholars must wait 
 another occasion. In closing, however, we may note some points pertinent for future consid-
 eration. Compared to Confucians such as Hakuseki and the late Mito scholars, Kokugaku 
 scholars such as Motoori Norinaga (1730-180 1) and Hirata Atsutane (1776-1843) were far 
 more affirmative of the dimensions of the kamiyo as another world. This is evident, for in-
 stance, in the interpretation, developed particularly by Atsutane, of Okuninushi (Onamuchi) 
 as a god of the other world who judges and rewards the spirits of the dead. The elaboration 
 of notions of this sort shows that the Kokugaku scholars both continued to draw inspiration 
 from medieval readings of the kamiyo, such as that of Ichijo Kaneyoshi, and engaged in their 
 own expansion of the meaning of the kamiyo texts. Yet, like the Confucian historicists, the 
 Kokugaku scholars also explicitly rejected the orientation to metaphysical and cosmological 
 homologies central to the medieval tradition. In that they called for a focus on events held 
 to have happened and criticized allegorical readings of those events, the overall tone of their 
 approach to the kamiyo might be termed "literalist." Symbolic of this shift was Norinaga's 
 brusque dismissal of the hermeneutics that had accumulated around the name of Kuni no 
 Tokotachi over the preceding half millennium "as a particularly egregious example of forced 
 readings."64 
     While differing in many regards, the historicizing approaches of Confucian scholars 
 and the Kokugaku literalist perspective thus acted alike as a dissolvent of the long medieval 
 interpretative tradition. In rejecting allegory, those who employed such approaches did not 
 necessarily seek to limit the frame of reference that gave the kamiyo texts meaning. Unques-
 tionably, though, their efforts led to an increasing focus on the kamiyo as the source of the 
 particularity of Japanese tradition. Reappraisal of the function of the kamiyo in post-Meiji 
 representations of Japanese history consequently might well start from the implications of the 
 eighteenth-century turn in the trajectory of views of the age of the gods.
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NOTES
lKojikinotesthetotalyearsfortheageforeachemperor,andfortheemperorsfromSujinon,itgener-
allylinkstheyearofdeathtoacalendaryear.See,forinstance,Philippi1968,pp.185(forJinmu)and
209(forSujin).
2SeeKojiki(Philippi1968,pp.82-85,1390)andthefirstandsecondvariantsoftheninthsegment
ofNihonshoki(Aston1972,vol.1,pp.76-77,82-83).Seebelowforadiscussionoftheplaceofthe
variantswithin八%oη5乃o々ガ.
3JohnBrownleehasconsideredfromadifferentperspectivesomeoftheissuesraisedbelow;seeBrown-
lee1991andBrownlee1997.
4ThetwokamiyochaptersofNihonshokicompriseelevensegments;thevariantisshoappendedto
thesesegmentsrangeinnumberfromoneappendedtothebriefsegmentthreetoelevenappendedto
segmentfive(theaccountofthebirthofAmaterasuandhersiblings).thecharactersforisshoarecom-
monlyglossedtodayas〃ufumi.TherearealsoimportantstylisticdifferencesbetweenKojikiand八励oη
shoki,withKojikipayingmoreattentiontothepronunciationofvariousnamesandtermsandNihon
shokiemployingChinesecharactersandtheirembeddedmeaningsmorestraightforwardly.Theques-
tionoftherelationshipbetweenthewrittentextandpossiblepurposesofrecitationishighlycomplex,
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however. For a brief discussion of some of the issues involved, see Philippi 1968, pp. 8-12. 
5 Konoshi 1999b, pp. 109-33; Konoshi 1999a, pp. 294, 382. For an overview in English of his argu-
ment, see also Konoshi 2000. 
6 A work of the third century c.E., Sanwu liji is no longer extant in complete form today, but fragments 
survive in other works. 
7 Konoshi 1999a, pp. 112-25. 
8 Takamimusubi is a figure of substantial importance but somewhat ill-defined provenance in the 
kamiyo accounts. Some modern scholars hold that Takamimusubi was the original solar deity, later 
displaced by Amaterasu. Kojiki and one of the issho include Takamimusubi among the initial group of 
single deities who appear at the beginning of the universe, and in Kojiki he acts together with Amaterasu 
in the events surrounding Ninigi's descent. The main text of Nihon shoki simply introduces him at this 
point as Ninigi's maternal grandfather. See Aston 1972, vol. 1, pp. 64, 70. 
9 Kogo shui has been translated into English by Kato Genchi and Hoshino Hikohhio and more recently 
by John Bentley. See Kato and Hoshino 1926 and Bentley 2002. 
10 John Bentley has recently published a translation of Sendai kuji hongi. He also presents his own 
interpretation, rather different from the more general view, of the text's provenance. See Bentley 2006. 
11 Muju Ichien 1966, p. 59. For an English translation, see Morrell 1985, p. 73. In Kojiki and Nihon 
shoki, it is Izanagi and Izanami rather than Amaterasu who stir the brine with their spear. The substitu-
tion of Amaterasu here illustrates another mode of modification that added to the variation within the 
stories associated with the kamiyo. For other examples of related stories involving Dainichi, see Yama-
moto 1998, pp. 84-94. 
12 Yamatohime no mikoto seiki 1977, p. 30. For a translation and cogent analysis of the oracles and 
their place within the medieval Shinto tradition, see Teeuwen 1996, esp. pp. 99-126. See also Teeuwen 
1993, pp. 225-45. 
13 The preface of another commentary, jindaikan kuketsu (Oral Transmissions on the Chapters on the 
Age of the Gods), far less syncretistic in orientation than Kaneyoshi's work, claims it to date to 1367, 
which would make it earlier than Nihon shoki sanso. The more Confucian tone and relative absence of 
Buddhist elements suggest, however, that it was in fact of considerably later vintage. 
14 Nihon shoki sanso 1988, p. 149; Konoshi 1999b, pp. 40-41. In the latter work, Konoshi provides a 
lucid summary of Kaneyoshi's premises and approach. See pp. 34-41. 
.15 Konoshi points to the absence of the heavenly deities in this segment of the main text as one of its 
distinctive features. 
16 Nihon shoki sanso 1988, pp. 173-75. 
17 Nihon shoki sanso 1988, pp. 186-87. 
18 Nihon shoki sanso 1988, pp. 184, 220-21. As noted above, the Nihon shoki main text does not in-
clude any reference to Yomi or Izanagi's escape and subsequent purification, but they are introduced in 
the sixth and other variants appended to segment five. Kaneyoshi makes his observations about purifica-
tion in his commentary on the sixth variant. 
19 Nihon shoki sanso 1988, pp. 280-81; Kaneyoshi refers here to Hononinigi, the second element of 
Ninigi's full name: Amatsu Hikohiko Hononinigi. 
20 Nihon shoki sanso 1988, pp. 304-305. 
21 Nihon shoki sanso 1988, pp. 292, 311. 
22 On these points, see Ishida 1979. Ishida provides further elaboration of the background of Jien's 
historical outlook in Ishida 2000. See particularly part 2. 
23 Gukansho 1967, p. 41; Brown and Ishida 1979, p. 245. 
24 In the English translation of Gukansho by Delmer Brown and Ishida Ichiro, the order of these sec-
tions is reversed, with the chronological lists placed after the narrative sections. 
25 Gukansho 1967, p. 129; Brown and Ishida 1979, p. 19.
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26 In fact, in Nihon shoki, Amaterasu addresses this command to Futodama, the ancestral deity of 
the Inbe, as well. Jien, however, elides the reference to Futodama and makes Ame no Koyane the sole 
recipient of the charge. 
27 Ishida 2000, pp. 124-25. Jien speaks of the "pledge" or "agreement" (ichidaku) between the deities, 
a term analogous to the "commitment" (yakudaku) of the bodhisattvas. 
28 Gukansho 1967, pp. 140-41, 265, 304, 329, 332, 333, 347; Brown and Ishida 1979, pp. 29-30, 
144,182,210-11,213,214,228. 
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Yamatohime倭 姫
YamazakiAnsai山 崎 闇斎
Yao尭
Yijing易 経.
Yomi黄 泉
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